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Abstract 
 
In the aftermath of violent conflict, divided societies have to answer the important question of 
whether, when and how to address their country’s violent past within their educational 
system. Whereas some scholars within the field of peace education and transitional justice 
argue that addressing the violent past in the classroom is important for fostering mutual 
understanding and empathy among future generations in order to prevent conflict recurrence, 
other scholars are more sceptical about the need and feasibility of addressing the violent 
past in schools. They emphasize the possible negative impact in terms of increased tensions 
within schools and within society more generally. The current paper makes an important 
empirical contribution to this debate by analysing the views and perceptions on this matter of 
984 secondary school teachers in Abidjan, the largest city and de facto capital of Côte 
d’Ivoire – a country that was recently torn apart by ethnic strife and violent conflict. It 
emerges that while so far most teachers have shied away from addressing their country’s 
conflict history in class, it also appeared that many of the teachers were actually in favour of 
breaking this culture of silence. 
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1. Introduction 
 
An important question that countries coming out of violent conflict have to answer is whether, 
when and how to address their country’s violent past within their educational system. While 
in the wake of violent conflict most post-conflict countries usually ‘purge’ their educational 
curricula of the most serious stereotypes and/or discriminatory content (Emerson 2012, 281), 
at the same time most post-conflict countries usually decide not to address their countries’ 
violent past in the classroom (e.g. Freedman et al. 2008, 674; Davies 2010, 492; Emerson 
2012, 281; Quaynor 2015, 17). Illustratively, the curricula of post-conflict countries such as 
Lebanon, Sri Lanka and Sierra Leone do not make any significant reference to the 
widespread violence, which has occurred in these countries in recent decades (Freedman & 
al. 2008; Davies 2011, in Lopes Cardozo & Hoeks 2014, 66; Gellman 2015; van Ommering 
2015, 201). Conversely, in other post-conflict countries, such as Rwanda (Hogdkin 2006, 
199; Weinstein et al. 2007, 55; McLean-Hilker 2011, 278) and Cambodja (Ngo 2014), it took 
a very long time before these countries’ conflict histories became integrated into the official 
school curricula. Similarly, in Côte d’Ivoire, which is the focus of the current paper, the 
current curriculum remains silent on the country’s historical process of violent disintegration; 
a process which was initiated by the death of former president Félix Houphouët-Boigny in 
1993 (see Langer 2005).   
 
The question of when and how to deal with a country’s violent past, both within the school 
system and within a society more generally, is obviously an immensely difficult and often 
fiercely debated issue. On the one hand, there are scholars –both from within the field of 
peace education and transitional justice- who argue that a ‘culture of silence’ is detrimental to 
the long-term process of reconciliation (e.g. Cole & Barsalou 2006; Paulson 2010a, 2010b; 
Ramírez-Barat & Duthie 2015) and hence it is important to address a country’s violent past 
and the underlying causes for the violence in a constructive way in the classroom (e.g. Cole 
& Barsalou 2006; Cole 2007; Paulson 2010a, 328; McCully 2012; Bellino 2014, 131; Davies 
2016). Proponents of this view usually stress that the idea that time heals all wounds and 
softens rancour between enemies is an illusion (Jelin, in Cole & Barsalou 2006, 5). Instead 
they argue that the past lives on in popular memory and continues to determine 
interpretations of new political developments and conflict. Moreover, maintaining a culture of 
silence concerning a country’s violent past ‘does not produce a common history – it serves 
only to reinforce the social identities of those who fought against each other’ (Weinstein et al. 
2007, 66).  
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Other scholars are more sceptical of the need, usefulness and feasibility of teaching a 
country’s violent past and history in schools, in particular in the immediate post-conflict era. 
They often point to the possible negative impact and problematic consequences of teaching 
a country’s violent past too soon in terms of, for example, the risk that it may rack up 
traumatic experiences among pupils and teachers, that it may lead to (ethnic) tensions in 
schools –either between pupils, between pupils and teachers, or even amid teachers, and 
that it may lead to increased tensions and conflict in society in general because of 
disagreement about the content of what should be taught and more fundamentally about 
what actually happened in the past (e.g. Weinstein et al. 2007, 62; Bellino 2014, 141; Kello 
2016, 35). In addition, qualitative research on teachers’ attitudes towards teaching conflict 
history has exposed a discomfort and reluctance among teachers to teach this subject, 
because of their own experiences during the conflict or because of their lack of confidence in 
their ability to address these sensitive issues (e.g. Davies 2016, 13; Bar-Tal 2004, in 
Zembylas et al. 2012, 1073).  
 
The current paper aims to make an empirical contribution to this debate by assessing and 
analysing Ivorian teachers’ attitudes towards addressing their country’s conflict history in the 
classroom. The case of Côte d’Ivoire is extremely interesting in this regard, because it is a 
country that only very recently has come out of conflict and is therefore grappling with the 
question raised at the start of this introduction. Importantly, so far no study has systematically 
examined Ivorian teachers’ views on whether, when and how they think that their country 
should be addressing Côte d’Ivoire’s conflict history in schools. To find out how teachers 
view this issue, we have conducted a large-scale survey among 984 secondary school 
teachers in Abidjan, the largest city and de facto capital of Côte d’Ivoire. This survey was 
complemented with six focus group discussions on the topic. Interestingly, while we find that 
most teachers currently shy away from addressing or even mentioning their country’s past 
conflict during their classes, a large majority of them nonetheless thinks that this thorny issue 
should be addressed in schools and should be included in the official school curriculum. 
However, in line with the insights gained from the existing qualitative research conducted on 
this issue in other post-conflict countries, many teachers do not consider themselves capable 
or sufficiently experienced or confident to actually address this subject with their pupils. The 
last point clearly forces us to rethink how a country’s divisive and painful history can be best 
taught in schools, if a country decides to address its conflict history in school. It also raises 
the question to what extent existing teacher training programs in post-conflict countries are 
sufficiently ‘conflict-sensitive’ in terms of preparing teachers to deal with their country’s 
violent history in a responsible and constructive way. This is an issue on which we will reflect 
in more detail in the conclusion.  
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The paper will proceed as follows. Section 2 presents the arguments in favour of teaching 
conflict history at school that are being propagated in the peace education and transitional 
justice literature, while in Section 3 we will put forward the arguments why some scholars 
think it is better to keep a country’s violent past and history out of the classroom and 
textbooks. In Section 4 we turn to the Ivorian case by briefly introducing the Ivorian 
educational system and discussing the official curriculum. Next, in Section 5 we will analyse 
Ivorian teachers’ perceptions and attitudes towards addressing their country’s violent conflict 
history in the classroom. Following a discussion of the implications of the results in Section 6, 
Section 7 will conclude. 
2. Addressing the violent past: the case in favour  
 
Rather than opening up old wounds, the impetus to teach the violent past is guided by the 
desire to avoid conflict recurrence, since ‘unless young people can analyse the roots of 
conflict and prevent these roots from regrowing into branches later on, any peace will be 
fragile’ (Davies 2011, 45, in Lopes Cardozo & Hoeks 2014, 68). Hence, if taught 
appropriately, addressing the past has the great potential to contribute to restoring justice 
and reconciliation, as well as to create a more democratic culture (Cole & Barsalou 2006, 4; 
Cole 2007, 125; Fitzduff & Jean 2011, 9; Elmersjö 2015, 167). To achieve these goals, it is 
argued that history teaching must be guided by the following principles.  
 
First, history teaching aimed at reconciliation must recognize that the past is negotiated and 
consists of contending voices (Hartzler-Miller 2001, 675; Cole & Barsalou 2006, 1; Cole 
2007, 126; Engelbrecht 2008, 521; McCully 2012, 146; Elmersjö 2015, 166; Davies 2016, 8; 
Kello 2016, 37). In other words it entails a historical enquiry of multiple perspectives rather 
than representing history as a collection of facts or indisputable truths. In doing so students 
will become familiarized with a range of perspectives on and explanations for understanding 
their country’s past. The program ‘Facing the Past’ is a good example of a program which 
integrated multiple narratives on the Apartheid era in the South African curricula, including 
testimonies and first-person stories on the behaviour of victims, resisters, and bystanders 
(Tibbitts 2006, 303). In this respect it is important to emphasize that both the suffering of 
victors and non-victors is being recognized and addressed, otherwise the potentially positive 
impact on societal reintegration and reconciliation is unlikely to materialize (Cole 2007, 118-
119; Cole 2012, 234). Illustratively, the failure to recognize the suffering of many Hutu 
families has severely constrained the reconciliation process in Rwanda (Hodgkin 2006, 204-
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205; McLean-Hilker 2011, 278). By legitimizing others’ perspectives and critically examining 
one’s own views, perceptions and understandings, history education can foster mutual 
understanding and empathy among formerly conflicting groups (Salomon 2002, in King 2009, 
238). Emerson (2012) refers in this respect to the need for students to develop a capacity for 
‘political generosity’, which she defines as ‘the ability to legitimize the cultural and political 
identity of those with opposing views, primarily on the basis of their right to hold them’ 
(Emerson 2012, 290).  
 
Second, it is argued that the study of multiple perspectives can only reach its effects when 
accompanied by an inquisitive pedagogy that stimulates participation and interaction, turning 
the classroom into a democratic space where the teacher transmits nuanced views that 
encourage student agency, debate and critical thinking (Bush & Saltarelli 2000, 29; 
Freedman et al. 2008, 668; Davies 2010, 495; Fitzduff & Jean 2011, 9; Lopes Cardozo & 
Hoeks 2014, 61; Ramírez-Barat & Duthie 2015, 16). The suppression of an open debate may 
in turn lay the foundation for renewed societal violence in the future.  
 
Third, instead of dealing directly with their country’s violent past in the curriculum, many post-
conflict countries decide to introduce a civics or human rights course (Cole & Barsalou 2006, 
1). These courses usually approach these issues in a rather abstract or broad manner 
(Ramírez-Barat & Duthie 2015, 16) and hence risk to prove ineffective since they do not 
match children’s experiences of war-driven relationships and human rights abuses (Davies 
2016, 3). The more, these courses may have perverse effects. While there is an inherent 
danger that civic education may bolster nationalistic sentiments (Ramírez-Barat & Duthie 
2015, 16), human rights education in turn may depict conflict as a simple dichotomy between 
human rights violators on the one side, and victims on the other, stripping it from its historical 
context (Oglesby 2007, 80). Alternatively, some post-conflict countries have decided to 
integrate other countries’ conflict histories or experiences of violence, such as the Holocaust 
(Tibbitts 2006; Murphy 2010). Although these subjects provide opportunities for teachers and 
students to make connections to their own conflict experiences, these opportunities are often 
not seized. However, in the absence of any relevant connections, pupils gain very little 
insight in schools about the root causes of their country’s conflict and how conflict can be 
prevented in the future (Cole 2012, 241; McCully 2012, 146; Bellino 2014, 131; Ramírez-
Barat & Duthie 2015, 16).  
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3. Addressing the violent past: the case against 
 
There are, nevertheless, a number of important pitfalls and obstacles to the successful 
implementation of this ideal-type of history education (e.g. Freedman et al. 2008; Bellino 
2014; Quaynor 2015; Davies 2016; Kello 2016). In what follows, we will focus on the 
following four:  
 
First, the introduction of multiple peace and conflict-narratives into the curriculum may arouse 
opposition and tensions among individuals (incl. pupils, teachers and parents) and 
communities (Freedman et al. 2008; Paulson 2010a, 334). Illustratively, in Croatia, tensions 
have regularly run high between Serb and Croatian teachers surrounding the issue of history 
teaching. Whereas the Croats, who see themselves as victims, want ‘their’ truth to be heard, 
Serbs prefer to forget the past out of a fear to be depicted as the aggressors in a history 
written by the Croatian victors (Weinstein et al. 2007, 62). Such contestation has a double 
impact: not only is it likely to render any political agreement on curricular reform difficult, it 
might also spark tensions within schools, and between schools, parents, and the wider 
society (Bellino 2014, 141; Kello 2016, 35). In Macedonia, for example, efforts to reform the 
teaching of history led to a “storm” of controversy (Cole & Barsalou 2006, 11), while attempts 
to introduce opposing narratives within a single curriculum in Israel were deemed too 
controversial and were consequently abandoned (Porat 2006, in Emerson 2012, 282).  
 
Second, some teachers may be reluctant to address their country’s past conflict in the 
classroom because it forces them to relive and talk about their own and their students’ 
painful and traumatic experiences whether as perpetrators, victims or witnesses (Ichilov 
2003, 232; Tawil & Harley 2004; Barton & McCully 2007, 108; Bar-Tal 2004, in Zembylas et 
al. 2012, 1073; McCully 2012, 148; Davies 2016, 13; Kello 2016, 35).  
 
Third, it might also be that teachers lacked the required attitudes, skills and objectivity to help 
their pupils develop a sense of emotional engagement with and a critical enquiry of their 
individual, community’s and country’s history (e.g. Arlow 2004, in Tawil & Harley 2004, 283; 
Weinstein et al. 2007, 51; Staeheli & Hammett 2010, 676). Kuppens and Langer (2015b), for 
instance, found that Ivorian teachers’ views about the causes of the conflict in Côte d’Ivoire 
were highly polarized and largely depended on their ethno-religious identities and 
background. Such division may lead to teachers reworking or even challenging the content of 
the official curricula, especially when there is a dissonance between what is being taught and 
what they have lived and experienced themselves (Staeheli & Hammett 2010, 669).  
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Such biased attitudes are not inherently problematic nevertheless, unless combined with a 
lack of required teaching skills. Teaching history necessitates skills in critical historical 
analysis and in fostering democratic practices in the classroom. Yet, pedagogy and didactics 
are the Achilles’ heel of many education systems in divided societies, including Côte d’Ivoire 
where rote memorization and authoritarian teacher-student relations characterize the 
learning process (Fitzduff & Jean 2011, 10; Kuppens & Langer, 2015a). Importantly, while 
teachers in divided societies often seem to lack the appropriate pedagogical and didactical 
skills to address their country’s recent conflict history (Zembylas & Kambani 2012, 111; 
Bellino 2014, 140), things are often made worse for them because of insufficient teaching 
materials and packed classrooms.   
4. Education and conflict in Côte d’Ivoire 
 
As a legacy of its colonial past, Côte d’Ivoire’s educational system resembles the former 
French system. Schooling starts with six years of primary schooling, followed by seven years 
of secondary education. Secondary education is split in two cycles: lower secondary 
education (12 to 15 years old), and higher secondary education (16 to 19 years old). After 
passing the final national exams in ‘la terminale’, students obtain their secondary school 
degree or the so-called ‘baccalaureate’ (Sany 2010, 2).  
 
The education system has been severely affected by the two decades of crises and conflicts 
that struck Côte d’Ivoire. In particular, the periods of intense fighting that accompanied the 
2002 rebellion and the 2010-2011 post-electoral crisis had a heavy toll on the education 
system, with a large number of schools being closed for long periods of time, with a 
considerable number of schools being damaged or destroyed, and with teachers being 
injured or killed. Moreover, following the rebel insurgency in September 2002, the Ministry of 
Education decided to cancel the academic year 2002-2003 and freeze all educational 
investments and endowments of personnel in the regions under the control of the rebels 
(Chelpi-den Hamer 2014, in Viti 2014, 188). One year later, the Ministry of Education 
estimated that about 50% of students in the rebel-controlled north were still deprived from 
education and that only 20% of teachers occupied their posts (Sany 2010, 7). Although 
education continued in the south of the country, schools in the South were also confronted 
with the consequences of the rebellion as they were forced to absorb the inflow of refugees 
from the north.  
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In 2010-2011, schools were once more struck by violence. 180 schools were looted, 173 
destructed, and 23 were occupied by military or rebel forces (Education Cluster 2011, 3). 
This time, the northern regions were less affected and violence mainly impacted the schools 
in and around Abidjan. Whereas the Ministry of Education was able to avoid another 
complete closure of the schools (i.e. ‘année blanche’) by reorganizing the year and 
postponing the exams and the holidays, schooling was nonetheless severely disrupted.  
 
The education system was, however, not only a victim to the violence. Whereas prior 
research did not find any inappropriate content in the Ivoirian curricula fuelling the conflict 
(Chelpi-den Hamer & ROCARE 2013, 26), the country is marked by a history of unequal 
access to the education system and uneven allocations of educational funds, in particular 
disadvantaging the northern part of the country. The net enrolment rate of primary education 
in 2001, for example, was only 50% in the north compared to 80% in the southwest (Sany 
2010, 3). Moreover, during the conflict, the educational sector itself became highly politicized 
and in particular the ‘Fédération Estudiantine et Scolaire de Côte d’Ivoire’ (FESCI) –i.e. the 
country’s largest student organization- became actively involved in the Ivorian conflict (Sany 
2010, 8). As a consequence, in the aftermath of the crises, the Ministry of Education has 
forbidden any type of politically-oriented student associations at the primary and secondary 
level of education (Chelpi-den Hamer & ROCARE 2013, 30). 
 
Following the inauguration of President Alassane Ouattara in May 2011 (usually seen as the 
formal end of the Ivorian crisis), a number of important changes have been made to the 
Ivorian primary and secondary school curriculum, including the introduction of a course on 
human rights and citizenship, titled ‘Education aux Droits de l’Homme et à la Citoyenneté’ 
(EDHC). The course replaces the older Moral and Civic Education-course (‘Education 
Civique et Morale’) (Kuppens & Langer, 2015a). A wide range of issues and subjects are 
being addressed in the EDHC-course, ranging from human rights, democratic principles, and 
notions of tolerance to sexual and road safety education. Some of these and related issues 
are also touched upon in other courses. For example, in the English classes, the notion of 
tolerance constitutes a key subject for a couple of lessons, while in the French classes pupils 
are required to write a poem on peace during the French course. However, the persistence 
of corporal punishments in a great deal of schools, in spite of an official ban, is clearly 
detrimental to any of the positive effects of these teachings (Kuppens & Langer, 2015a).  
 
Importantly, however, no educational or curriculum reforms have been introduced since 2011 
aimed at explicitly addressing and contextualizing the country’s disintegration into ethnic 
strife and violent conflict. Côte d’Ivoire’s conflict history is neither addressed in the EDHC or 
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history-geography courses, nor any other courses for that matter. While the EDHC course 
contains lectures on child soldiers and international humanitarian law, the lessons may prove 
ineffective since their rather abstract reasoning does not match pupil’s experiences with 
human-rights abuses (Davies 2016, 3). Similarly, whereas pupils study the Rwandan 
genocide and the Biafra conflict in history-geography, the curriculum does not make any 
relevant comparisons to Côte d’Ivoire’s particular conflict history. Hence, pupils fail to gain 
any insight into the root causes of the crises in Côte d’Ivoire and how these causes can be 
prevented from instigating conflict in the future (e.g. Cole 2012, 241; Davies 2011, in Lopes 
Cardozo & Hoeks 2014, 13; Ramírez-Barat & Duthie 2015, 16). 
5. Teachers’ experiences and attitudes towards teaching Cote d’Ivoire’s 
conflict history in the classroom 
 
While there is extensive qualitative research which focuses on teachers’ attitudes towards 
dealing with the past in schools (e.g. Oglesby 2007; Bellino 2014; Quaynor 2015), so far no 
study has systematically examined teachers’ views on whether, when and how they think 
that their country should be addressing the violent past in the classroom. To address this 
lacuna, we have conducted a large-scale survey among secondary school teachers in 77 
schools in Abidjan between February and April 2015. In total, 984 secondary school teachers 
participated in the survey. Before randomly selecting the participating schools, we stratified 
our sampling frame of schools in Abidjan by municipality. The number of selected schools 
per municipality was subsequently decided according to the population size of the 
municipality as well as the intensity of violence the municipality experienced during the 2010-
2011 post-electoral crisis.1 All secondary school teachers within a selected school were 
subsequently invited to participate in our survey. The teachers in our sample are between 22 
and 71 years old and are primarily male (84.3%).2 In addition to conducting a large-scale 
teacher survey, we also organized six Focus Group Discussions (FGDs) with secondary 
school teachers in November 2014 in order to provide us with more contextualization and in-
depth understanding of the challenges that secondary school teachers face in Côte d’Ivoire.  
5.1. Silence is golden: current practices in Ivorian classrooms 
 
                                                
1 Purely technical schools were excluded. These schools only offer higher secondary education, 
where EDHC no longer is taught, and represent only a minority of students. In 2013-2014, 15% of all 
pupils in higher secondary education attended a technical school (DPES-MENET 2014, 7).  
2 Overall, few women teach in Côte d’Ivoire: in 2013-2014 only 16.2% of active teachers were female 
at the secondary level of education (DPES-MENET 2014, 25). 
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An important issue to examine in post-conflict countries is the extent to which a culture of 
silence exists among teachers and how resilient this culture appears to be. Our questionnaire 
therefore contained a question, which asked teachers to indicate with respect to four different 
types of educational interventions whether or not they had undertaken this intervention and 
whether they thought it had been successful. Teachers who had not taken a particular 
intervention in this respect were asked whether they thought it was desirable or not to be 
implemented in the future. The first educational intervention consisted of organizing a lecture 
specifically aimed at dealing with the causes and consequences of the country’s conflict. The 
second educational intervention entailed the organization of a class discussion on the topic, 
which would allow every pupil to express him/herself freely and openly. The third educational 
intervention involved the introduction of a range of pedagogical or didactical tools, such as 
documents, texts, articles, or pictures related to the crisis. The fourth educational intervention 
involved asking pupils to read a book, which directly or indirectly dealt with the conflict. 
Teachers could answer one of the following options: (1) No, I did not and I do not think it is 
necessary, (2) No, I did not, but I would like to do so, (3) Yes, I did and it went badly, or (4) 
Yes, I did and it went well.3  
 
Table 1: Frequency table of the 4 intervention-variables (in %) n=984 
Variable   No, I did 
not and 
not 
necessary 
No, I did 
not, but 
desirable 
Yes, I did 
and it 
went 
badly 
Yes, I 
did and 
it went 
well 
No 
answer 
 
Teaching lesson on 
causes and 
consequences 
 
 
31.7 43.4 3.0 16.4 5.5 
Class discussion 
 
 33.3 39.1 5.2 16.4 6.0 
Use of pedagogical tools 
 
 53.0 31.5 1.3 6.7 7.4 
Reading of book  47.8 34.5 2.5 8.6 6.6 
 
 
The results in Table 1 show that a large majority of teachers indicated that so far they did not 
undertake any of the mentioned educational interventions, clearly implying the presence of a 
culture of silence in schools. Indeed, 75.1% of all surveyed teachers did not teach a single 
lesson on the causes and consequences of the crisis; 72.4% did not organize a class 
discussion around this topic; and respectively 84.5% and 82.3% did not use pedagogical 
tools related to the crisis nor demanded their pupils to read a book that dealt with the crisis, 
directly or indirectly. Only about one-fifth of the teachers claimed to have organized a class 
                                                
3 The original question wording can be found in annex. 
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discussion or to have taught a lesson concerning the causes and consequences of the 
Ivorian conflict. During the FGDs, teachers indicated that they avoided this sensitive topic, 
mainly because they did not want to “open a wound that was already healed” (French 
Teacher, Yopougon 2) or they just wanted to “forget and move on” (Music teacher, 
Yopougon 1). Teachers also feared that discussing their country’s conflict history would 
create tensions among the teacher corps, because many of them had been involved in one 
way or another in the violent conflict. As one of the participants of the FGDs stated in this 
respect: “Like he said, there are plenty (cfr. of teachers) who were militiamen, by will, by 
force, or by their will to defend a political opinion. They found themselves in the midst of war. 
So, addressing the causes, it will create a bomb” (French teacher, Yopougon 2). It was also 
feared that tensions would not only arise among teachers, but also between teachers and 
pupils’ parents: “Even if you want to do good when speaking of politics, you could not get by 
because they themselves (cfr. pupils) will tell their parents that mister (cfr. the teacher) did 
politics in class. Since the father, since he has already fixed in the head that he (cfr. the 
teacher) is FPI, RDR, or PDCI, he thinks directly that they are going to pull his child towards 
their political party” (English teacher, Cocody). Lastly, teachers expressed fears of partiality: 
“The teachers of Ouattara will tell that Ouattara is right. Those of Gbagbo will say that 
Gbagbo is right. They will give causes in support of the camp of Gbagbo” (French teacher, 
Yopougon 2).  
 
Interestingly, even in schools where the topic of the Ivorian conflict was said to have been 
addressed, this did not necessarily mean that the subject was addressed in a constructive 
and balanced manner with the objective of better understanding the different narratives that 
exist in this respect. A school in Abobo, for example, organized a number of class 
discussions following the return of pupils to school after the crisis in order to tell the following 
message: “It’s over, forget it, it is only the past. Here there are no Bétés, there are no 
Dioulas. We are all the same” (Teacher, Abobo 1). Whereas class discussions may 
potentially be a valuable instrument in dealing with the past in schools, by placing the 
emphasis on the need to forget the past, the essence of history teaching as envisioned by 
scholars in the field of transitional justice and peace education, is essentially ignored.  
 
It further emerged that teachers who had undertaken one particular educational intervention 
were only moderately more likely to have undertaken another type of educational intervention 
as well (see Appendix I Table A). Unsurprisingly, the strongest correlation in this respect can 
be found between teaching a lesson on the country’s conflict history and the organization of 
a class discussion on the topic (0.417). It is also noteworthy that the proportions of teachers 
who taught a lesson on the country’s conflict (20.5%) or who organized a class discussion on 
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the topic (22.9%) were roughly twice as high as the proportion of teachers who used 
pedagogical or didactical tools related to the crisis (8.6%) or who asked their students to read 
a book concerning their country’s violent past (11.9%). The comparatively limited use of the 
latter two educational interventions may well be related to the overall lack of teaching 
materials in Côte d’Ivoire.  
 
It is further important to note that in some courses it is easier to get pupils to think about and 
reflect upon their country’s violent past than in others. Language courses, for example, 
generally require the reading of books. Hence, language teachers have more opportunities to 
relate their core teaching material to the Ivorian conflict compared to for example 
mathematics teachers. Interestingly, as part of the French course in a large number of 
secondary schools, pupils had to read the book ‘Fighting over a chair’ (‘On se chamaille pour 
une chaise’), which discusses an electoral dispute between a father and his daughter. There 
are clearly important parallels between the book and the country’s post-electoral crisis of 
2010-2011. In addition some French language teachers also assigned conflict-related topics 
for their essays. As one French teacher stated in the FGDs: “We, in French for example, 
have essay topics that concern it (cfr. the conflict). What are the causes of the crisis? That is, 
the child is compelled to tell the causes. And what are the consequences? How can we 
prevent it? Same situation” (French teacher, Adjamé). 
 
Another important issue to examine is whether there are any systematic differences between 
teachers who decided to address Côte d’Ivoire’s violent past in their classes, and those who 
have refrained from doing so. In this respect it seems plausible that there may be differences 
between teachers who taught prior and during the conflict years and those who only started 
teaching after the end of the conflict. There may also be differences between teachers who 
claimed to have been heavily affected by the violence and those who claimed not to have 
been severely affected. In this respect one might expect that teachers who suffered greatly 
from the conflict (e.g. by being hurt physically, by having lost property or by having lost a 
friend or a family member) may possibly be more reluctant to discuss the topic at school than 
teachers whose suffering was much less. Differences could also exist between teachers 
depending on the level of interest they have in politics as well as the specific course they 
teach. History-geography teachers, for instance, may attach more importance to the teaching 
of the violent past than teachers of mathematics. In order to asses to what extent there are 
indeed systematic differences between teachers who have undertaken certain educational 
interventions and those who have not, we have calculated the associations between the 
different educational interventions and teachers’ different background characteristics. Since 
the variables have been measured nominally, we make use of Cramer’s V (see Table 2). 
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Table 2: List of Cramer’s V 
 Teacher 
during crisis 
Impact crisis on 
personal life 
Interest in politics 
Lesson on causes and 
consequences 
0.079 0.067 0.107** 
Class discussion 0.058 0.086 0.115** 
Pedagogical tools 0.058 0.078 0.131** 
Reading of book 0.088 0.046 0.085 
* significant at α<0.05 
** significant at α<0.01 
 
 
It emerges that neither the perceived impact of the violent crisis on a teacher’s personal life, 
nor his/her experience as a teacher during the conflict has any significant impact on the 
likelihood that a teacher implemented a particular educational intervention. Conversely, 
teachers who were more interested in politics were significantly more likely to have 
undertaken three of the four educational interventions. Furthermore, there also appear to be 
differences across teachers depending on the subject or courses they are teaching (see 
Table 3). In order to gain some depth into this association, we have recalculated the 
association after recoding ‘course taught’ into a dummy variable that differentiates the social 
sciences from the exact sciences. These associations are slightly stronger than the previous 
ones. Rather than pointing to essential differences between teachers of different courses, the 
difference between social and exact sciences could be explained by the fact that teachers of 
the social science courses appear to have more opportunities to get pupils to reflect upon 
their country’s violent conflict than teachers of mathematics, physics or technical education. 
In order to explore the differences within the social sciences in more detail, we have created 
separate dummy variables for the courses of history-geography, EDHC, and French (see 
Table 3). History-geography seems to be significantly related to teaching a lesson on the 
causes and consequences of the conflict and to organizing a class discussion. Teaching 
French in turn is significantly associated with the use of pedagogical tools or demanding 
pupils to read a book, which directly or indirectly deals with the Ivorian conflict. 
 
It is surprising to see that teachers who teach the EDHC-course are generally not more likely 
to have undertaken any of the educational interventions, except for the use of pedagogical or 
didactical tools. The profile of the teachers who teach the EDHC-course may explain this 
paradox: since no specific training is required to teach EDHC, the course is generally an 
additional subject for the teachers besides their primary field of expertise. Hence it might be 
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that teachers consider the EDHC-course as a secondary course or that teachers may feel 
that they have insufficient knowledge of the subject matter. Most respondents who were 
teaching the EDHC course had French (22.6%) or history-geography (19.6%) as their 
primary course, but there were even mathematics teachers who were made responsible for 
the EDHC course (5.4%). 
 
Table 3: List of Cramer’s V 
 Course 
taught 
Social vs 
exact 
History 
 
French EDHC 
Lesson on causes and 
consequences 
 
0.139** 0.184** 0.149** 
 
0.116** 0.064 
Class discussion 
 
0.147** 0.208** 0.153** 0.102* 0.088 
Pedagogical tools 0.117** 0.155** 0.068 
 
0.122** 0.103* 
Reading of book 0.188** 0.167** 0.074 0.289** 0.027 
* significant at α<0.05 
** significant at α<0.01 
 
5.2. Looking forward: breaking the culture of silence 
 
While there appears to be a culture of silence in Ivorian schools, there is nonetheless a large 
willingness among the surveyed teachers to break this culture of silence in the future. Among 
the teachers who did not yet address the country’s violent past conflict in the classroom, a 
majority would like to teach a lesson on the causes and consequences of the conflict (57.8%) 
in the future or organize a class discussion on this subject (54%). This willingness does not 
extend to using pedagogical tools related to the crisis or demanding the lecture of a book 
about the violent past – the same mechanisms as discussed above are likely to be at play in 
this respect. 
  
The educational interventions mentioned above could essentially be undertaken by teachers 
themselves. However, in order to break the culture of silence in schools in a more long-term 
and systematic manner, it may be necessary to introduce certain structural reforms. The 
questionnaire therefore also contained a range of questions in order to assess teachers’ 
experiences and attitudes towards four structural educational reforms, including the 
introduction of the country’s conflict history in the official curriculum; the organization of 
teacher training courses aimed at preparing teachers to teach their country’s conflict history; 
the organization of training exercises and programs on dealing with traumatized children in 
the classroom; and the establishment of counselling units within schools which could provide 
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psychological assistance to traumatized children. Interestingly, the latter measure has been 
proposed by the Ministry of National Education in 2011, but has not been implemented so 
far. As shown in Table 4, the general opinion is again supportive of breaking the culture of 
silence, with 48.1% of all respondents stating that they would like to introduce the conflict 
history in the official curricula.4  
 
Table 4: Frequency table of the 4 structural-variables (in %) n=984 
 No, measure was not 
taken and … 
Yes, measure was taken 
and … 
Variable  it is not 
necessary 
it is 
desirable 
it was done 
badly or it 
functions 
badly 
it was done 
well and has a 
positive 
impact 
No 
answer 
Introduction conflict 
history in official 
curricula 
 
24.3 48.1 8.9 10.2 8.5 
Teacher training on 
teaching the past 
 
17.7 60.6 6.0 7.5 8.2 
Teacher training on 
dealing with 
traumatized children 
 
11.6 66.9 6.2 8.1 7.2 
Establishment of 
counselling unit 
7.7 58.7 13.0 11.8 8.7 
 
 
Furthermore, a large majority of teachers favours the organization of a teacher-training 
course, which prepares teachers for dealing with their country’s conflict history in class and 
with traumatized children. Some teachers attested that they had already followed a teacher-
training course on addressing the violent past in class (13.5%), or on dealing with 
traumatized children in class (14.3%). Given that the Ivorian Ministry of Education has so far 
not organized such courses, it is likely that these teachers have been trained by certain non-
governmental organizations. Amnesty International and SOS Exclusion, for example, have 
both offered workshops on human rights education or on banning corporal punishment at 
school. A majority of teachers who currently do not have a counselling unit at their school 
would like to see a counselling unit to be established at his/her school to offer their pupils 
psychological assistance if necessary. Only 27.2% of teachers indicated that a counselling 
unit was already in place at their school. Since no official regulations exist in this respect, 
these units have most probably been established at the initiative of the schools themselves. 
                                                
4 Later on in the survey even 72.7% of teachers agreed (totally) that pupils should be taught the 
political history of Côte d’Ivoire at school. The response rate amounted to 96.3%. It is, nevertheless, 
unclear whether or not these teachers consider the conflict to be part of Ivoirian political history or not. 
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Therefore, it is unclear how these units are organized, what specific objectives they serve, 
who offers the counselling, and what materials and equipment they have at their disposition.  
Thus, while a considerable majority of teachers is in favour of breaking the culture of silence 
in Ivorian schools, about one-fourth of the interviewed teachers are nonetheless against 
addressing the country’s conflict history in the official curricula (24.3%) or organizing teacher 
training courses on how to teach this subject (17.7%). These proportions decrease to 11.6% 
and 7.7% respectively when it comes to organizing teacher training courses on dealing with 
traumatized children and establishing trauma-units at schools. Psychological trauma-directed 
measures to overcome the past face, hence, less opposition than direct engagement with the 
conflict history. We have again examined whether there were any systematic differences 
between teachers regarding these issues (see Tables B and C in Appendix 1). It emerged 
that only teachers’ interest in politics was significantly associated with teachers’ opinions on 
the proposed reforms. There was, nevertheless, also a significant association between being 
a teacher during the crisis and a teacher’s position regarding the establishment of 
counselling units at schools, as well as a significant association between the conflict’s impact 
on teachers’ lives and teachers’ support for the organization of a teacher training course on 
addressing the violent past in class.  
 
 
 
Although the willingness to break the culture of silence among the majority of teachers is 
promising, important questions remain regarding its timing, both in terms of time passed 
since the conflict and in terms of the appropriate age of pupils to expose them to the causes 
and consequences of the Ivorian conflict. While we did not explicitly ask any questions 
regarding how soon or when it would be opportune to integrate the conflict history within the 
official curriculum, teachers were asked to indicate at what level(s) they thought it would be 
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appropriate and desirable to discuss the Ivoirian crisis. It emerged that 22.9% of the teachers 
thought it would be desirable to introduce the topic at the primary level, compared to 
respectively 52.7% and 78.4% who thought this would be appropriate to do at the lower and 
higher secondary levels.5 However, in this respect we should keep in mind that there is a 
serious dropout of pupils at the higher secondary level. In 2013-2014, less than one-fifth 
(18.7%) of young people of school-going age were actually attending higher secondary 
education, compared to 58.2% who were attending lower secondary education (DPES-
MENET, 2014, p. 14-15). Thus, if the Ivorian crisis would only be integrated into the official 
curriculum of the higher secondary schools, this would mean that only a rather small 
proportion of young people in Côte d’Ivoire would benefit from this reform and hence the 
anticipated societal benefits are likely to be very limited as well. 
6. Discussion 
 
The above results indicate that despite the current culture of silence, teachers appear to be 
generally supportive of addressing the violent past in schools. While this finding is promising, 
we are left with the question of when and how the silence can be broken. There are no easy 
yardsticks, however, to determine when the time is ripe within a particular divided society to 
address the violent past in schools. On the one hand, it appears that the less time has 
passed since the conflict has ended, the more sensitive it will be to talk about this subject, 
and hence the more tensions it may arouse in schools or in society more generally. Yet, on 
the other hand the deeper the divisions in society, the more urgent it is for pupils and 
teachers to develop a sense of emotional engagement with other individuals and groups, and 
to critically examine the different conflict narratives in society.  
 
A number of approaches has already been tried to find a balance between the sensitivity of 
addressing the past in schools and the need to overcome divisions. A common approach in 
this respect is to introduce a human rights and/or citizenship-course into the official 
educational curriculum, as was for example done in Côte d’Ivoire (Cole & Barsalou 2006, 1; 
Paulson 2010a, 335). However, as was mentioned above, these courses usually do not deal 
with causes and consequences of a country’s own violent past. Instead, they are approached 
in a rather abstract manner and hence often tend to give a rather superficial understanding of 
peace and conflict, whereby conflict is frequently depicted as a dichotomy between 
perpetrators and victims stripped from its context (Oglesby 2007, 80). Studying conflicts in 
other countries is another common approach in post-conflict countries, again this is an 
                                                
5 Response rates: primary level (85.4%), lower secondary level (87.8%) and higher secondary level 
(89.8%). 
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approach that was also adopted in Côte d’Ivoire. The idea appears to be that by studying 
other conflicts one can teach pupils about the causes and consequences of conflicts without 
evoking personal traumas or inter-group tensions (Freedman et al. 2008, 671; Cole 2012, 
237). During our FGDs, one teacher observed the following regarding the study of other 
countries’ conflict histories: “The example of the Rwandan crisis, and the example of the 
crisis of Biafra. When we do those lessons, the children are not alienated. They see all these 
elements, maybe they have not lived the same thing, but through these lessons, there are 
pupils that, well we talk about the crisis. On the origins and what it can cause, maybe in that 
sense, it is therapy” (History-Geograpy teacher, Yopougon 1).  
 
Whatever approach a country takes in the post-conflict era to deal with its own past in the 
schooling system, there is a growing consensus among scholars within the field of 
transitional justice and peace education that teacher training is crucial to the success of any 
educational intervention and reform (e.g. Cole & Barsalou 2006, 14; Paulson 2010a, 2010b; 
Kuppens & Langer 2015b; Ramírez-Barat & Duthie 2015, 21; Davies 2016). Interestingly, 
most reform programs and educational interventions appear to have come short of providing 
any (adequate) teacher training (Weinstein et al. 2007, 51). Yet, in order for history teaching 
to be transformative, teachers need to ‘un-learn’ any ‘official narrative’ that may have spurred 
or contributed to division and conflict, and need to confront their own biased views, feelings, 
attitudes and perceptions before they can address the subject with their students (Tibbitts 
2006, 299-300; Diazgranados et al. 2008, 155). Only then, teachers can become agents for 
positive change and may even contribute to advancing democratic practices and peace 
(Diazgranados et al. 2008, 159; Reilly & Niens 2015, 73).  
7. Conclusion 
 
In the aftermath of violent conflict, divided societies have to answer the important question of 
whether, when and how to address their country’s violent past within their educational 
system. Some scholars within the field of peace education and transitional justice argue that 
addressing the violent past in the classroom is important for fostering mutual understanding 
and empathy among future generations, which is argued to be crucial for the prevention of 
conflict recurrence. Other scholars are more sceptical about the need and feasibility of 
addressing the violent past in schools and emphasize the possible negative impact in terms 
of increased tensions within schools and within society more generally. As a result, many 
countries coming out of conflict decide to not address their own country’s conflict history. In 
Côte d’Ivoire too, the ethno-regional and religious divisions and tensions that have 
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contributed to the emergence of the violent conflict remain largely unaddressed within the 
official educational curriculum. Although a new course on human rights and citizenship was 
introduced in 2012, the educational authorities have not gone as far to actually address the 
underlying causes for the violent disintegration of Côte d’Ivoire. As a result, pupils risk to 
develop only a shallow understanding of the causes and consequences of the Ivorian 
conflict.  
 
The current paper makes an important empirical contribution to the debate on whether, when 
and how to address the violent past in post-conflict countries by analysing the views and 
perceptions of 984 secondary school teachers in Abidjan on this topic. It emerged that while 
so far most teachers have shied away from addressing their country’s conflict history in their 
classes, it also appeared that many of the teachers were actually in favour of breaking this 
culture of silence. Indeed, a majority of teachers indicated that they would like to lecture on 
the subject of the causes and consequences of the Ivorian conflict in their class or organize a 
class discussion on this subject. Likewise, they were largely in favour of incorporating this 
subject into the official school curricula. The surveyed teachers also showed a great interest 
in the organization of teacher training courses on how best to teach their own country’s 
conflict history as well as on how to deal with traumatized children in the classroom. 
Teachers’ support for such trainings is essential: teachers themselves need to develop a 
sense of critical enquiry and confront their own biased views, feelings, attitudes and 
perceptions before they can pass on these skills to their students. Thus, only through the 
reconciliation of teachers can history teaching be expected to contribute to the reconciliation 
of pupils. In this way, reconciling teachers is not only an end to a means, but also a means to 
an end.  
 
Although questions remain with regard to the exact timing of when to integrate a country’s 
conflict history into the official educational curriculum, the results of our large-scale survey 
clearly indicate that a vast majority of Ivorian teachers think that it is desirable to address the 
violent past in Ivorian schools. Thus, less than five years after the post-electoral crisis in Côte 
d’Ivoire, secondary school teachers are largely in favour of breaking the culture of silence. 
Hence, rather than silencing the violent past in schools because of possible tensions and 
discomfort, this study serves as an impetus to further study the teaching of conflict history in 
divided societies and streamline existing and/or develop new best practices that help 
overcoming the current pitfalls.  
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10. Appendix 1 
 
Table A: Cramer’s V of four intervention-variables (n=984) 
 Teaching 
lesson 
Class 
discussion 
Pedagogical 
tools 
Reading book 
Teaching 
lesson 
1    
Class 
discussion 
0.417** 1   
Pedagogical 
tools 
0.310** 0.349** 1  
Reading book 0.299** 0.287** 0.403** 1 
** significant at α<0.01 
 
 
Table B: Cramer’s V of four structural-variables (n=984) 
 Teacher during 
crisis 
Impact crisis on 
personal life 
Interest in 
politics 
Incorporating conflict history in 
curriculum 
0.05 0.076 0.109** 
Teacher training on teaching conflict 0.049 0.102** 0.105** 
Installment of counseling unit 0.103* 0.078 0.123** 
Teacher training on dealing with 
traumatized children 
0.05 0.087 0.116** 
* significant at α<0.05 
** significant at α<0.01 
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Table C: Cramer’s V of four structural-variables (n=984) 
  Course 
taught 
EDHC History 
 
Social vs 
exact 
French 
Incorporating conflict history in 
curriculum 
 0.089 0.038 0.077 
 
0.075 
 
0.035 
Teacher training on teaching conflict  0.077 0.042 0.051 0.054 0.037 
Installment of counseling unit  0.068 0.079 0.054 0.047 0.052 
Teacher training on dealing with 
traumatized children 
 0.091* 0.065 0.023 0.082 0.069 
* significant at α<0.05 
** significant at α<0.01 
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Appendix 2: Survey questions 
 
1. Est-ce que vous avez déjà abordé la crise ivoirienne en classe des manières suivantes: 
 
  NON OUI 
 
Non, et je ne 
le trouve pas 
nécessaire. 
Non, mais je 
le 
souhaiterais. 
Oui, mais 
c’est mal 
passé. 
Oui, et c’est 
bien passé. 
1. J’ai enseigné mes élèves sur les causes 
et les conséquences de la crise ivoirienne; 
1 2 3 4 
2. J’ai organisé une discussion de classe sur 
la crise qui a permis les élèves de s’exprimer 
librement; 
1 2 3 4 
3. J’ai déjà utilisé des documents, des 
textes, des articles, ou des photos liées à la 
crise en classe; 
1 2 3 4 
4. J’ai demandé mes élèves de lire un livre 
qui parle de manière (in)directe de la crise. 
1 2 3 4 
 
2. Est-ce que les mesures suivantes ont été prises en milieu scolaire depuis la fin de la crise 
post-électorale de 2010-2011?  
 
  NON OUI 
 
Non, et je ne 
le trouve pas 
nécessaire. 
Non, mais je 
le 
souhaiterais. 
Oui, mais 
c’est mal fait 
ou ça ne 
fonctionne 
pas.  
Oui, et c’est 
bien fait et  
l’impact est 
positif. 
1. Insertion de l’histoire de la crise 
ivoirienne (causes & conséquences); 
1 2 3 4 
2. Installation d’une cellule 
d’écoute/conseiller social pour les élèves 
traumatisés par le conflit; 
1 2 3 4 
3. Organisation d’une formation pour les 
enseignants sur le traitement de la crise en 
cours; 
1 2 3 4 
4. Organisation d’une formation pour les 
enseignants pour apprendre à prendre en 
charge des enfants traumatisés; 
1 2 3 4 
 
